According to a November survey of St. Louis-area business contacts, a little more than 50 percent expect that local economic conditions will improve in 2016. Roughly 21 percent of contacts expect conditions to worsen in 2016.
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Join Our Panel of Business Contacts
The anecdotal information in this report was provided by our panel of business contacts, who were surveyed between November 6 and November 16.
If you're interested in becoming a member of our panel, follow this link to complete a trial survey:
http://research.stlouisfed.org/outlooksurvey/ or email us at beigebook@stls.frb.org. table) .
 The fastest-growing sector in St. Louis was leisure and hospitality, which grew at an annual pace of 3.2 percent, just above the national average of 3 percent (see figure) .
 In addition to the leisure and hospitality sector, the transportation sector and health and education sector were the key contributors to job growth, together accounting for most of the job growth seen in the metro area in the past year.
 Anecdotal information from business contacts surveyed in the zone revealed that employment is expected to be slightly higher than it was at the same time a year ago: just under half of the 47 contacts reported they expected their employment to increase, whereas just over half expected their employment to remain the same.
 In addition, two-thirds of the 36 hiring managers surveyed reported actively seeking employees, though half reported they cannot find enough qualified workers. About two-thirds reported raising starting salaries and wages for some positions. Although durable goods manufacturing employment grew at a healthy pace in Missouri, it slowed from the previous quarter. In Illinois, durable goods employment decreased by 2.2 percent, compared with last quarter's decline of 1.4 percent.
 Despite weakness in manufacturing overall, transportation equipment manufacturing, which includes automotive, aerospace, and railroad products, grew by over 9 percent year-over-year and accounted for more than 80 percent of manufacturing employment growth in Missouri in the third quarter (see figure) .
 Manufacturing exports from Missouri increased
slightly despite the overall decline in U.S. manufacturing exports in the third quarter. Exports of transportation equipment accounted for the majority of the increase. Manufacturing exports from Illinois decreased, driven by declines in petroleum and coal products and machinery. Some contacts attribute declines to the strong dollar (see quote).
 The transportation and warehousing sector in St.
Louis continued to grow at double-digit rates in the third quarter. Growth in the sector accelerated slightly, making the third-quarter growth rate the fastest in over two decades. Missouri's transportation services sector overall grew faster than average, but much was attributable to strong growth in St. Louis. 
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Note: Va l ues a re percent cha nge from one yea r a go. Arrows i ndi ca te a s i gni fi ca nt (± 1 s ta nda rd devi a ti on) cha nge from the previ ous qua rter; s ee a ppendi x for notes a nd s ources . improvement. Third-quarter home prices in the major MSAs continued to grow, although still lag the national rate (see figure) . Home sales increased 11.9 percent from a year ago (see table) . Moreover, two-thirds of real estate contacts in the area noted a slightly higher to higher demand for homes in the fourth quarter.
 Residential construction activity showed signs of growth. In St. Louis and Columbia, year-to-date single-family permits increased from the previous year. Half of contacts expect construction activity in the first quarter of 2016 to be slightly higher to higher.
 Commercial real estate market activity improved across all sectors. Most survey contacts reported slightly higher to higher demand in the fourth quarter and expect slightly higher demand in the first quarter of 2016.
 The industrial real estate markets continued to strengthen in the fourth quarter. Contacts noted large amounts of square footage under construction in submarkets such as the Metro East. Three multi-family projects, with a combined value of over $100 million, were announced. New and existing home sales 11.9 ------9.1
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Note: Sa l es a nd permi ts da ta a re yea r-to-da te percent cha nge. Pri ces a re percent cha nge from one yea r a go. Arrows i ndi ca te a s i gnfi ca nt (±1 s ta nda rd devi a ti on) cha nge from the previ ous qua rter. See a ppendi x for notes a nd s ources .  Zone auto debt growth accelerated to 10.4 percent year-over-year in the third quarter of 2015, surpassing the national rate and reaching its fastest rate since before the recession. Households also slightly increased their mortgage debt year-over-year-only the second quarter with a year-over-year increase since 2009. Credit card debt growth remained relatively constant (see figure) .
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Home prices increased in major MSAs but lag nation
 Mortgage, credit card, and auto loan delinquency rates declined slightly within the zone since the previous quarter. All three rates remained below the national average.
 Multiple auto dealer and general retail contacts indicated that sales halfway through the fourth quarter were below expectations, noting that there has been less consumer traffic recently. 
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Note: Unl es s otherwi s e noted, va l ues a re percent cha nge from one yea r a go. Arrows i ndi ca te a s i gni fi ca nt (±1 s tanda rd devi a tion) cha nge from the previ ous qua rter. See a ppendi x for notes a nd s ources . Note: Va l ues a re percenta ge poi nts . Arrows i ndi ca te a s i gni fi ca nt ( ± 1 s ta nda rd devi a ti on) cha nge from the previ ous qua rter. See a ppendi x for notes a nd s ources . margins and led many Missouri and Illinois farmers to look to other crops to mitigate income declines. This led to an increase in sorghum production and a decrease in production for staple crops such as corn. Industry contacts note that there would have been more of a shift toward soybeans in Missouri, but excessive rain prevented planting of much of the planned soybean acreage.
Missouri Illinois
Mortgage and auto debt growth tick up
So. Illinois
 Low prices and low overall estimated production levels continue to make the zone's agricultural producers and bankers concerned about farm income in the near future. They believe many farmers will experience net losses and note that this will likely keep capital expenditures at very low levels over the next year. However, one contact is optimistic that future global income and population growth will drive commodity prices back up.
 With the future prospects for farm income diminished amid lower crop prices, growth in cropland values has slowed significantly (see figure) . After a 63 percent increase in the per-acre value of Illinois cropland from 2010 to 2014, the value is now declining. Meanwhile, Missouri cropland values are stagnant after a 53 percent increase over the previous five years. 
Reduced profitability is halting cropland value growth
Index of $/Acre, 2008=100
Source: USDA-NASS.
Natural resources (Q3-15) Mining and logging employment -8.3 ▼ -2.5 -9.4 ▼ Coal production 3.1 -30.8 -9.0 ▲ Estimated production (2015) Corn -17. 
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Note: Va l ues a re percent cha nge from one yea r a go. Arrows i ndi ca te a s i gni fi ca nt (± 1 s tanda rd devi a tion) cha nge from the previ ous qua rter or yea r. See a ppendi x for notes a nd s ources .
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Sources
Bureau of Labor Statistics
Unemployment rate, nonfarm payroll employment. Unemployment rate data are seasonally adjusted.
Labor Markets
Average hourly earnings are in current dollars.
Manufacturing and Transportation
Table Sources
Bureau of Labor Statistics
Transportation employment: includes transportation and warehousing industries.
Manufacturing employment: total, durable, and nondurable goods.
World Institute for Strategic Economic Research
Manufacturing exports: dollar value.
Notes
Transportation employment in St. Louis covers transportation, warehousing, and utility industries. About 90 percent of the reported jobs are contributed by transportation and warehousing industries.
Manufacturing exports is defined as total dollar amount of exports by the manufacturing industries. Table Sources CoreLogic Home price index, including distressed sales.
Real Estate and Construction
Census Bureau
Year-to-date single-family building permits.
Bureau of Economic Analysis
Year-to-date new and existing home sales, US.
St. Louis Association of Realtors
Year-to-date new and existing home sales, St. Louis.
Notes
Asking rent is the publicized asking rent price. Data are in current dollars.
Vacancy rate is the percentage of total inventory physically vacant as of the survey date, including direct vacant and sublease space.
New and existing home sales consist of single-family home sales. Table Sources Equifax based on authors' calculations All figures are based on a 5 percent sample of individual credit reports. Balances are geographical averages of various debt categories. The mortgage category includes first mortgages and home equity installment loans, but home equity lines of credit are omitted. Auto loans include those financed by finance companies or bank loans. Credit cards are revolving accounts at banks, bankcard companies, national credit card companies, credit unions, and savings and loan associations.
Household Sector
Haver Analytics
Per capita income.
Notes
Delinquency rates are calculated as the percentage of payments past due by more than 90 days, weighted by the dollar value of the loan.
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Banking and Finance 
Notes
Loan loss provisions are expenses banks set aside as an allowance for bad loans.
Nonperforming loans are those loans managers classify as 90 days or more past due or nonaccrual, which means they are more likely to default.
Loan loss coverage ratio is loan loss reserves divided by nonperforming loans.
So. Illinois refers to the portion of Illinois within the Eighth District.
US peer banks are those commercial banks with assets of less than $15 billion.
Due to the seasonal nature of bank return on average assets and net interest margin, the arrows in the table denote significant changes from one year ago.
Agriculture and Natural Resources
Sources
Energy Information Administration (EIA)
Coal production. Note: Production trends identified in report may be inconsistent with previous reports due to data revisions.
Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS)
Mining and logging employment.
United States Department of Agriculture (USDA)
Production estimates as of November 2015 and cropland values.
